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Abstract 
In sociology as well as in psychology, autonomy and closeness are considered important for romantic relationships (Illouz, 
2012). In psychology, a strong desire for autonomy is usually assumed to be related to dismissive attachment styles which are 
formed in the history of attachment of the person. In sociology, based on theory and qualitative results, it is argued that people 
differ in their needs for autonomy and closeness due to a differential internalization of the cultural discourses and the 
influence of societal circumstances. An interdisciplinary integration of both approaches will be discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1 Psychological approaches towards autonomy and closeness 
Autonomy and closeness are important dimensions for romantic relationships. Autonomy has been defined as 
independence, detachment, or as a strong affirmation to Knee, Lonsbary, Canevello, & 
Patrick, 2005). Trait autonomy is a broad concept, whereas relationship autonomy is more narrowly defined 
(Knee, Lonsbary, Canevello, & Patrick, 2005). Autonomy in romantic relationships has been defined on the one 
hand as the tendency to approach challenges within a relationship as opportunities for improving the relationship 
(Knee, Patrick, Vietor, Nanayakkara, & Neighbors, 2002), resulting in an understanding rather than a defensive 
reaction to conflicts (Hodgins & Knee, 2002). Furthermore, autonomy is important in order to engage in 
individual activities, which is connected with temporal distance from the partner in order to follow personal 
interests. It is also necessary for recovering from the demands and compromises of a relationship, and can 
express itself in the desire to be alone for a while. However, on the other hand autonomy can be the expression of 
a dismissing attachment style and be accompanied by interpersonal problems and negative feelings towards the 
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partner. Much research has focused on these negative aspects of autonomy (Hagemeyer, Neyer, Neberich, & 
Asendorpf, in press).  
The desire for closeness in romantic relationships is defined as seeking spatial proximity and psychological 
closeness to the partner (Hagemeyer, Neyer, Neberich, & Asendorpf, in press). Perceived closeness between 
partners has been shown to be an important factor for the quality and satisfaction of a relationship (Aron, Aron, 
& Smollan, 1992; Ben-Ari & Lavee, 2007). The definitions of autonomy and closeness are congruent with the 
two superordinate motivational dimensions: agentic and communal (Hagemeyer, Neyer, Neberich, & Asendorpf, 
in press). Both aspects should be fulfilled for satisfactory relationships, but the desires for closeness and distance 
can also be conflicting. 
Attachment styles are related to the desire for autonomy and the desire for closeness. Attachment styles go 
 are strongly influenced by the quality of the attachment to 
important caregivers in the young age, and are manifested in the ability to trust people and the personal 
importance of close relationships (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). The conceptualization of attachment styles 
in adulthood is based on combinations of a person's self-image (positive or negative) and image of others 
(positive or negative; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). It is possible that this captures only subtypes of enhanced 
autonomy that occur for reasons of negative evaluations of self and/or others. Even though a secure attachment 
style is characterized by being comfortable with both intimacy and autonomy, it is associated more strongly with 
the desire for closeness, than the desire for autonomy (Simpson & Rholes, 1997). In research on attachment 
styles it was found that the desire to be alone is associated with the avoidant attachment style (Dewitte & De 
Houwer, 2008; Hagemeyer, Neyer, Neberich, & Asendorpf, in press). Furthermore, the desire for closeness was 
found to be associated with the personality variable conscientiousness, but not agreeableness, and neuroticism 
predicted the desire for being alone (Hagemeyer, Neyer, Neberich, & Asendorpf, in press). 
1.2 Sociological approaches towards autonomy and closeness 
Sociologists assume that individuals are formed by the societal conditions around them, collective values, and 
cultural discourses (Illouz, 2012; Siegrist, 2005). They draw on economic and occupational explanations, for 
instance the increased employment of women, and cultural theories, for example concerning individualism and 
equal rights in western societies, to interpret autonomy and closeness in romantic relationships (Santore, 2010). 
Autonomy and intimacy are important cultural discourses in the postmodern era (Illouz, 2012). The meaning of 
commitment in contemporary society has changed, because of a pluralization of lifestyles (Beck & Beck-
Gernsheim, 2011; Illouz, 2012; Santore, 2010). Compared to recent times, marriage has become optional, and 
other forms of romantic relationships have become common and widely accepted (Illouz, 2012; Lenz, 2009). The 
(Illouz, 2012). Thus, autonomous behaviour in committing oneself to a relationship, and also inside of the 
relationship, might partly be a reaction to the societal circumstances that have changed. They enable enhanced 
autonomy and make it even desirable: autonomy has become an attractive cultural model of self (Illouz, 2012). A 
close and long-lasting relationship is a choice among other possibilities, and so is the favouring of a more 
autonomous lifestyle.  
Cultural discourses, which can be conceptualized as social representations, are internalized by individuals as 
they get embedded in their self-concept and self-perception (Moscovici, 1981, 1984). Collectively shared 
knowledge and values are integrated into personal schemata during the socialization and partly form personal 
desires (Lenz, 2009; Moscovici, 1981, 1984). Thereby, internalized cultural discourses also form our sense of self 
and our goals and partly determine the chosen actions (Moscovici, 1981, 1984). For example, feeling rules are 
learned and determine what one is supposed to feel and how to display feelings in a social situation in a certain 
position (Ekman, 1988; Lenz, 2009). They include information about the situative 
an emotion. Social representations exist independent of the individual and vary across cultures, and they are 
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mostly unconscious (Ulich & Kapfhammer, 1991). However, individuals do not just duplicate the cultural 
 
If personal desires for autonomy and closeness in romantic relationships are influenced by social factors, this 
is in line with multifactorial aethiological models- the so called bio-psycho-social models. Usually the social 
factors are not exactly defined in these models. If personal opinions, needs and behavior partly reflect broader 
cultural scripts, an analysis of the postmodern discourses of autonomy and closeness is important for the 
understanding of the personal desires in romantic relationships. It is possible that an internalization of autonomy 
exists that is fostered by a cultural ideal of autonomy. 
In a study using qualitative interviews and text analyses, Illouz (2012) found that especially men show 
enhanced autonomy and commit themselves to a partner less often, however without showing patterns of distrust 
that are associated with dismissive attachment styles. Their autonomy includes a positive view of self and others, 
but does not go along with a strong desire for intimate, close and long-term romantic relationships, as defined in 
the secure attachment style. Illouz (2012) also found that men perceive women to want more closeness and 
attention than men can and want to give. For women stable relationships are more important and more closely 
connected to their self-esteem and concept of the self, than for men.  
1.3 An interdisciplinary approach  
According to Illouz (2012), men and women differ in their wish for autonomy in relationships, as men have 
internalized the postmodern discourse of autonomy to a greater extent. It is likely that the cultural ideal of 
autonomy will be more often adopted by individuals who live in groups in which this discourse is highly 
prevalent, or who are likely to identify with this ideal for personal reasons. Nowadays, cultural models for 
successful men are based on economic success and psychological autonomy, rather than on close relationships 
(Illouz, 2012). As Abele (2011) has shown, there are different gender norms and roles, and people feel more 
comfortable behaving according to the role of their gender. Autonomy is more role-conform with respect to 
gender stereotypes for men than for women (Kluttig, 2011). This is in line with psychological findings that the 
self-concepts of women are more relational and interdependent than those of men, and overall women tend 
towards a stronger involvement into the relationship (Acitelli, Rogers, & Knee, 1999). Thus, it is indeed possible 
that in certain subgroups men have internalized autonomy to a greater extent because it is congruent with the 
male role in our culture. In consequence, not every autonomous behavior in relationships has to be subsumed 
under a dismissive attachment style. However, as Illouz (2012) has argued, the stronger internalization of 
autonomy in certain subgroups of men would lead to problems, because when they stick to it to a greater extent 
than women, men and women would have conflicting desires. 
An interdisciplinary approach would be necessary for a comprehensive understanding of the intersection 
between psychological and sociological concepts. Each discipline on its own analyzes only a part of a complex 
reality, and its point of view is necessarily selective and incomplete. In order to analyze the transfer from cultural 
discourses to psychological components, the collaboration of the related disciplines of sociology and psychology 
is advantageous (Siegrist, 2005). The analysis of the intersection of cultural discourses and individual desires 
could shed light on modern specifications of autonomy and desire.  
The sociological findings from qualitative interviews may help to explain empirical findings from 
psychological studies that avoidant men experience significantly less post-dissolution emotional distress than 
other people (Simpson, 1990). Both sociological and psychological hypotheses should to be empirically 
evaluated and related to each other. The findings of the qualitative studies (Illouz, 2012) have not been 
investigated quantitatively in larger samples yet. Thus, it has not been shown how frequently a modern non-
pathological autonomous style exists, in which subgroups of men and women it could be present, and whether it 
would be independent of dismissive attachment styles, for example. According to the sociological theories the 
desire for autonomy should increase in postmodern societies. However, as this is difficult to investigate, and as it 
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is likely that subgroups differ, there should be also subgroups with enhanced desires for closeness, commitment 
and stable relationships. 
2. Methods 
To investigate a translation of collective values into individual convictions, actions and feelings, qualitative 
research should be complemented by a quantitative study design. Both cross-sectional and longitudinal 
investigations are necessary. In a longitudinal design determinants and consequences of an enhanced desire for 
autonomy could be identified, as cross-sectional analyses do not allow for causal interpretations. Nevertheless, it 
would also be important to investigate autonomy and closeness cross-sectionally in different subgroups. To form 
subgroups, markers for the social stratum need to be included. Due to an increasing individualization there is a 
pluralization of lifestyles and social milieus, and one-dimensional social strata models are not sufficient anymore 
(Siegrist, 2005). Consumption, leisure time, and informal social engagement as well as cultural preferences have 
become more important, complementary to economic and educational capital. Social status can thus be measured 
objectively, but also subjectively according to prestige (Siegrist, 2005). To shed light on the question which 
individuals are more likely to adopt cultural ideals of autonomy, and whether the adoption differs for men and for 
women, also personality traits as well as desires should be investigated. Furthermore, the operationalization of 
attachment styles via the Relationship Questionnaire (RQ; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) should be included 
to capture the attachment styles secure, fearful, preoccupied and dismissing. However, because the secure 
attachment style is operationalized in a way that does not differentiate between a more autonomous and more 
intimacy-oriented secure style, its present operationalization might not be suited to investigate such sub-styles 
(Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991), and new scales need to be construed. In addition, an examination of 
psychological variables like approach and avoidance goals would be helpful to draw further conclusions, as 
recently proposed by Hagemeyer, Neberich, Asendorpf, and Neyer (in press). 
Helpful concepts to integrate both psychological and sociological variables are the approach of social 
representations (Moscovici, 1981, 1984  Relevant themes between people 
condense in collective social representations, which are (implicit) knowledge shared by the members of a group. 
According to Moscovici (1981, 1984), social representations comprise cognition, emotions and volition in the 
individual. They can be investigated by means of discourse and document analyses, narrative interviews, and the 
analysis of the influence of knowledge structures like stereotypes on memory and the verbalization of texts 
(Kintsch & Greene, 1978; Snyder & Uranowitz, 1978). 
Bourdieus habitus is a further interesting theoretical concept at the intersection of psychological and social 
variables. It overlaps conceptually with social representations, but emphasizes the relation of shared knowledge 
and preferences to social strata more strongly. Furthermore, habitus includes cultural as well as economic capital 
and attributes such as taste, concerning clothing, food, for example (Bourdieu, 1987). It is, however, difficult to 
operationalize. Bourdieu (1987) used the analysis of correspondence and included only factors such as 
profession, preferences for objects and cultural interests, but no psychological variables. Nevertheless, it would 
be important to investigate whether the adoption of certain ideals and emotional styles occurs more often for 
members of certain social groups, and whether this habitus is associated with the desire for autonomy and the 
desire for closeness. For instance, enhanced autonomy may be more often adopted by people who are educated, 
western, secularized, and global (Illouz, 2012). 
3. Discussion 
Giddens (1993) defines postmodern romantic relationships as pure relationships based on emotional intimacy. 
Autonomy is necessary for a pure relationship, because emotional intimacy can only develop without pressure or 
demands (Giddens, 1993; Illouz, 2012). Relationships and marriages are no longer initiated for economic reasons 
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or arranged in accordance with social classes and groups, as in former times. Rather, they are based on the free 
decision of two autonomous individuals who commit themselves because of their emotions (feeling love for the 
other partner and being attracted) and personal needs for closeness. They aim at reaching intimacy, happiness and 
sharing positive, thus hedonistic experiences (Illouz, 2008, 2012). 
If we consider the cultural discourses of autonomy and intimacy in the conceptualization of psychological 
phenomena, the interaction of internalization of cultural discourses of autonomy and closeness, personal desires 
for autonomy and closeness, and personality variables as well as attachment styles needs to be investigated. A 
personal preference for autonomy may include a positive view of self and others, but is not necessarily associated 
with the desire for intimate, close and long-term romantic relationships as postulated in psychology to be the 
result of the secure attachment style. Psychology should investigate cultural changes in romantic relationships 
and integrate sociological knowledge. If we want to explain the desire for autonomy and the desire for closeness 
in modern relationships and merely turn to psychological theories, we may miss important factors. Sociology is 
defined by its own point of view on this subject (Nassehi, 2009), and therefore its findings are important in order 
to see the bigger picture.The overall aim would be to construe a bio-psycho-social model with an adequate 
consideration of the social factors and their interdependency with the psychological factors, which is theoretically 
congruent and empirically verified. 
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